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REDEFINING REFORMISM 


The Socialist Party of Great Britain has always been clear about 
support or opposition to reforms. A socialist party cannot advocate 
reforms as doing so would attract the support of people interested 
more in these reforms than in Socialism. In their circular What do 
we mean by Reformism?, the Clapham based Socialist Party's 
Islington Branch argue that reformism should be redefined as: 


",.an attempt to modify the way capitalism functions as an 
economic system... What we call reformism must amount to a 
programme of economic reforms. This in turn, suggests that 
reforms of a non-economic kind, even if implemented via the state, 
are not strictly reformist. Insofar as they are directed towards 
problems that lie in the realm of society's ‘superstructure’ 
(political, religious, cultural, etc.) - as opposed to its economic 
‘base'- we can label them as consciousness-modifying activities". 


The practical implications for their party would involve deciding 
whether particular reforms should be opposed as economic or 
might be tolerated (‘consciousness-modifying') Take the key 
feminist demand for equal pay. Since pay is an economic issue, they 
should oppose this demand. But since ‘sexism’ is involved, the 
matter is also non economic. 


Apparently while economic reforms come up against capitalism's 
iron laws, other reforms, in the realm of ‘superstructure’ are 
supposed to be less futile. The following quotation shows the utter 
confusion of those who want to support certain undefined reforms 
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In several editions of our pamphlet Questions of the Day we 
argued: 


"Unemployment, poverty, insecurity and other evil effects of 
capitalism remain, no matter whether the form of its political 
administration be democratic or dictatorial, Freedom to cry 
working class misery from the house tops will not, in itself, abolish 
that misery". (Page 16, 1978 edition). 


Only Socialist understanding and class consctousness would make 
democracy, as a weapon, useful, not suicidal, for the working class. 
However "democratic" capitalism may be, it sumply cannot operate 
in the interests of the working class. This point cannot be argued 
effectively by those who blur the issue. 


BASE & SUPERSTRUCTURE 


Underlying the Islington Branch argument is the theoretical 
misconception that 'base’ and 'superstructure’ are separate. In the 
circular, there is a repeated emphasis on the difference between the 
(economic) base and the (political, cultural, etc.) superstructure. 
This arises because of a lack of understanding of historical 
materialism, and in particular, their ignorance of the interaction 
between base and superstructure. 


In several letters, Engels warned correspondents against a 
simplistic view of historical materialism. While economic 
conditions primarily determine historical development, this ts not 
the only factor: 

“Political, juridical, philosopincal, religious, literary, artistic etc. 
development is based on economic development. But all these 
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THE POLITICS OF POVERTY 


In 1902S. Rowntree published his Poverty: a Study of Town Life 
which he continued in 1911 with his report Unemployment: a 
Social Study. Almost a century later his successors, The Rowntree 
Trust, produced thei survey of poverty in the 1990s. The report's 
authors conclude with a number of predictable social reforms: more 
training for the unemployed; extra social security, a mmimum wage 
and increased subsidies for social! housing. 


Like many other proposals, most have been tried in the past and 
have failed to deliver. The unemployed for example, can be 
retrained all they like - they could even be taught the darker 
passages of Hegel's logic -- but tf there is no job at the end of the 
training period, they will remain unemployed. The employers know 
better than social reformers when to hire workers and that is when it 
is profitable to do so. 


The Rowntree Trust Report also trots out the usual idealistic 
platitudes. Here is one by Sir Peter Barclay and John Hall, both of 
whom sit on the Committee and teach at the London School of 
Economics: 


"Everyone shares an interest in the cohesiveness of society". 


Since they are referring to capitalist society we canask the pertinent 
question "Do they?". Do workers shate an interest in the 
cohesiveness of capitalism? The working class certainly do not 
have an interest in capitalism where the means of production and 
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class struggle. For socialists poverty and capitalism are inseparable, 
Boththe politics of poverty and its cause are interrelated. 


Poverty occurs because the majority are rationed by the amount of 
their wages and salaries. Their limited access to the social wealth 
which they have produced, restricts their ability to develop their 
potential as human beings. The institution of private property is the 
impediment preventing social needs from being met, and private 
property ts protected by the laws and forces of the state. 


The politics of poverty flows from this social reality Some 
politicians try to deny this. They claim poverty is a natural 
occurrence, or it is caused by workshy idlers. Some claim poverty is 
being eradicated and that we enjoy a greater standard of living 
compared with the turn of the century. The social reformers, on the 
other hand, claim that there is a social problem but that it can be 
resolved within the framework of capitalism through enlightened 
legislation or change of government 


What all these false perspectives fail to recognise is that the poverty 
socialists want to discuss is not about how well the working class is 
doing now compared with 1900; nor is it about falling or rising 
wages compared with profits. Workers are poor because of their 
class position, which has remained the same throughout the 
century. The working class will remain poor compared with the 
employers until the means of producing social wealth is brought 
under common ownership and democratic control by all of society, 
and the productive forces allowed to expand unrestricted by the 
bottleneck of the market. This @s where the debate about poverty 
should take place; about how we actually live today and how we 
could live today. 
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WAGES, PRICES « INFLATION 


Why are Socialists interested in the question of inflation? In many 
respects we are not. Whether the price level is rising or falling or if it 
remains steady, workers are stillan exploited class within capitalism 
and its wages system 


Our interest in inflation arises partly because of the argument put 
out by capitalist politicians, the media and the tame economusts, that 
inflation is caused by workers' wage increases. This argument 
serves the purpose of the employers and is regularly trotted out 
whenever workers are demanding higher wages. 


If the late Lord Wilson (ex Labour Prime Minister) is to be 
remembered at all, it will not be for his inability to get beyond the 
first page of Capital , nor for his empty remark about "the pound is 
safe in your pocket", but for spreading the ruling class idea that 
"One man's wage increase is another man's price increase". Since 
wages are simply the price of labour power, Wilson's assertion 1s 
nonsense. 


This confusion about wages, prices and inflation lives on after 
Wilson as is shown in the article The Shocking Truth about 
Inflation: it could do us a power of good, by Neal Ascheson 
(Independent on Sunday 16th July 1995). Mr. Ascheson believes 
that: 


"The entry of Latin America, Eastern Europe and China into the 
world economy will prove deflationary because of their abysmally 
cheap labour." 
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less stable price level was maintained from 1822 until 1913. When 
wart broke out in 1914 and again in 1939, prices jumped 
immediately; in the preceeding months there had been an increase in 
the amount of inconvertible paper money sufficient to account for 
these rises in price. 


When war breaks out the government and companies, anticipating 
scarcity of various commodities, go into the market offering almost 
any price to get what they want, thus pushing up the price of those 
particular commodities 


In the great German inflation of 1920 - 1923, it was noticed that 
prices at first rose less than the increase of currency. Possibly 
manufacturers and retailers may have thought that the increase of 
currency was only temporary. Then prices and increases in 
currency rose more or less in line, but when it became obvious that 
the government was set on a course of continual hyperinflation, 
prices rose in advance of the increase of currency 


In publishing figures representing the estimated amount of notes 
and coins in “circulation with the public" the monetary authorities 
came up against the problem of the war time black market and post 
war ‘black economy’, because large amounts of currency (how large 
could only be guessed), had gone out of circulation and into those 
transactions. It is thought that a large part of that quantity of notes 
and coin has by now, come back into circulation with the public 


When inflation takes place the purchasing power of each £1 falls, 
which has the consequence (all other factors remaining constant), 
that the market price of gold rises correspondingly. When the 
government in 1919 decided to reduce prices and return to the gold 
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» ECONOMISTS & INFLATION 


§ the idea behind an "excess issue of notes and coin in 
. It'was Marx in the first volume of Capital who gave 
lefinition of "excess". He said excess occurs when the 
fnotes and coin in circulation is greater than the amount of 
would be needed if all the currency was gold (or gold 
le notes). He also pointed out that another consideration 
to account is the velocity (speed) of circulation, so that 
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On Marxist to fully understand inflation, Professor 
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ARE YOU WORKING CLASS? 


According to the political writer Ian Aitkin (New Statesman, 4th 
August 1995), there has been a fundamental shift in politics. On the 
one hand there 1s a "diminishing number of people who see 
themselves as working class" and on the other, there has been "the 
disappearance of old fashioned deference". 


In the past, both Labour and Conservative politicians appealed 
respectively to either those who ‘resented their bosses' or those who 
‘respected status and wealth’ Mr. Aitkin believes this form of 
politics is over. Instead, politicians target specific interest groups or 
pander to the many base prejudices of the electorate. What 
politicians do not do 1s to tell the working class the truth about their 


class position. 


Unlike capitalist politicians, Socialists do not want to target special 
issue groups like feminists, homosexuals or " Middle England". We 
reject the concept of leadership and the cultivation of personality 
politics. We have nothing to do with reactionary sentiments like 
Tacism, nationalism, religion and other primitive states of mind. The 
Socialist case is directed at the entire working class. Unlike the 
Labour Party (and the others), we are not interested in getting votes 
in order to administer capitalism. Labour chase after a non socialist 
working class for their votes. Socialists on the other hand want to 
make socialists, so that, in time, a socialist majority can be used by 
the working class to abolish capitalism and establish Socialism. 


Whether they like it or not, the working class form the majority 
group within capitalism, regardless of their race or sex. Workers 
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TO THERE & HOW 
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THERE 
N Ownership and democratic control of the 
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politicians are powerless to do anything about. Socialism would 
allow people to decide how they wanted to live. There would be no 
leaders making decisions for them. 


In broad outline Socialism would bea classless society of free men 
and women socially producing and distributing goods and services 
to those who need them. Social need rather than profit would be the 
guiding motivation. Goods would be produced to the highest 
quality society could realistically attam. The very act of production 
would be an enjoyable experience. > 


Since there would be no employers and no coercive wages $ 
there would also be no unemployment and no class conflict. 
no competition there would be social harmony and co-o 
With no nation states or rival groups of capitalists there wo 

war. There would be no poverty, because there woul 
artificial barrier like the market between production ; 
distribution 


HOW 
To get from capitalism to Socialism requires more than jus 
understanding of capitalist society and a desire for Socialism. | 
requires political action based upon this knowledge and 
desire for Socialism as its outcome. 


Private property prevents the majority from having direct access 
what is produced The institution of private property is protected 
the law, enforced by the police, the courts, prisons etc. and 
armed forces. In order for private property to be abolished it 
necessary for the working class to capture control of the machin 
of government, including the above forces, and to use them as 
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